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Until its demolition following a devastating fire in September 1952, Coleshill House was revered as a largely unaltered architectural masterpiece surviving from the 17th century. The identity of the architect is, as readers of this publication will know, highly contentious, and there is fierce debate as to whether authorship of the house should be attributed to Inigo Jones or to Sir Roger Pratt.​[1]​ Recent research drawing on largely unpublished material in the Pleydell-Bouverie family archives at the Berkshire Record Office reveals that there were later interventions to the mansion which until now have received little attention.​[2]​ One particular memorandum shows that in the years around 1800, Jacob, 2nd Earl of Radnor (1749/50-1828) proposed some significant alterations to the house, not least the remodelling of one of Coleshill’s most celebrated features, the Great Staircase (Fig. 4). 
Jacob Pleydell-Bouverie inherited Coleshill House (Fig. 1) on the death of his grandfather, Sir Mark Stuart Pleydell (1692-1768) of Coleshill. Jacob was the only son of William Bouverie, 1st Earl of Radnor (1725-76) from his first marriage to Harriot Pleydell, Sir Mark’s daughter. Within two months of Jacob’s birth Harriot was dead, and William soon remarried, to Rebecca Alleyne, Harriot’s second cousin. Relations between Sir Mark and his son-in-law soured, and Sir Mark left a codicil in his will to ensure that the Coleshill estate passed to Harriot’s son.  Jacob was styled as Viscount Folkestone until William died in 1776, when he inherited the Bouverie fortune, the family seat at Longford Castle, and the earldom. Shortly thereafter he began works to Coleshill House and its grounds that were to continue in fits and starts for the remainder of his life. He was never permanently resident at Coleshill. Foreign travel and county and local administrative duties, principally in Wiltshire, kept him away, and Longford remained his primary seat. He communicated frequently with his stewards at Coleshill, Maurice Ivernay and later Daniel Palmer, who attended to his instructions for the works to the house, grounds and estate during his absence. 
Household accounts amongst the Pleydell-Bouverie papers indicate that from 1777 until around 1801 Coleshill was rarely free from estate workers and craftsmen labouring in and around the house, undertaking landscaping works and constructing new estate buildings.​[3]​ At the mansion house, carpenters produced hundreds of feet of new mouldings, skirtings, boards, wainscot and window- frames, and masons worked on chimneypieces, steps and window-  and door-frames. Glaziers, plasterers and painters were employed, walls were papered, and new upholstery and furnishings were purchased.​[4]​  Works to the rooftop balustrade and cornice were undertaken, and the roof was re-slated. A new service wing was added to the north end of the house, comprising two single storey ranges, separated by an open passage, built in a vernacular style.​[5]​ The grounds were extensively remodelled and the park enlarged. The formal gardens were mostly removed, a new Ha! Ha! was dug, and the village was pushed further from the house with the alteration of the line of the Farringdon road and the raising of a new estate wall.​[6]​ In 1801, John Britton noted of the grounds at Coleshill: ‘The grounds have lately undergone a complete alteration and have been laid out under the directions of the Earl according to the present taste in landscape gardening. They abound with pleasing scenery, and are diversified by that inequality of surface which seems requisite to render landscape either picturesque or beautiful’.​[7]​
The precise nature of the internal works carried out at Coleshill House in the closing decades of the 18th century cannot be determined from the household accounts alone. They suggest a level of activity, however, that exceeds what might be expected of periodic maintenance and repair, and arguably reflect a determined effort by the Earl to make his mark on the house. This view is supported by a series of memoranda in the archives which demonstrate his ongoing intention to improve the house and estate in the years around 1800. One memorandum in the Earl’s hand, entitled ‘To Make Coleshill House Compleat’, lists eight modifications that he wished to make to the mansion (Fig. 2).​[8]​ Item three sets out his bold proposal to move the entrance to the house and to rebuild the Great Staircase, one of Coleshill’s most notable and celebrated features. As it stood, the paired flights of the staircase rose on either side of the central entrance door to reach a gallery at the first floor (Fig. 4). There were large newel posts carved with lions’ masks and fruit, enriched balusters, and strings decorated with carved swags and female masks. The staircase was much admired by contemporary 18th-century writers, as well as by later architectural historians. ​[9]​ A section of the hall and stair was illustrated in Isaac Ware’s A Complete Body of Architecture in 1756, ascribed to Inigo Jones, and, in the fifth volume of Vitruvius Britannicus of 1771 John Woolfe and James Gandon described Coleshill as ‘remarkable for the richness of the entrance’. ​[10]​ 
The Earl sketched his idea for the new arrangement of the staircase in his memo, showing that there was to be a short single flight rising from within the entrance hall, which would divide along the front wall of the house before the two flights turned to reach the gallery. A consequence of this proposal would have been the loss of the original entrance to the house, and the sketch shows how a new entrance would have been formed to one side of the proposed new staircase.​[11]​ Had this been carried out the symmetry of the north-east entrance façade of the house - an essential element of its architectural character – would have been fundamentally compromised (Fig. 1). The memo indicates that the new entrance was to be made through the existing Parlour, where the Earl suggested that a study could also be fitted up.​[12]​ Beneath the stair the Earl proposed there might be a water closet and ‘a way out’.  He indicated too that by rearranging the hall staircase in this way the stairs could be made less steep. Amongst the papers accompanying the memo are detailed measurements of the rise of the existing stairs.​[13]​  The Earl was of short stature, and he may have found negotiating the grand staircase awkward particularly as he grew older. An elderly retainer at Longford Castle later recalled seeing ‘the ‘old Lord’ walking up and down outside the Castle in carpet slippers, very much bent over and only the height of an ordinary lad of fourteen’.​[14]​ The architectural significance of the staircase would not have been lost on the Earl, for he had subscribed to Woolfe and Gandon’s volume of Vitruvius, but the inconvenience of steep steps was not outweighed by this when he set out his ambitions for Coleshill. 
The memo also contains a proposal to rebuild the timber service stairs in stone, and the Earl cites the French château at Bénouville near Caen as a model for this. Coleshill was well served by service stairs. There were back stairs at each end of the passage that ran lengthwise along each floor of the house, although those at the south end did not run down to the semi-basement offices. In addition there was a wide stone stair which ran only from the semi-basement to the ground floor. As the late Andor Gomme and Alison Maguire recently noted, the ends of these long corridors must have been very dark, and the service stairs occupied the full width of the passage at each end.​[15]​ In places the heads and the feet of these stairs barely cleared the doorways into the corner apartments, so that collisions between members of the household members were a potential hazard. The service stair at Bénouville was an elegant winding stone stair of cantilevered construction with plain iron balusters and balustrade (Fig. 9). The Earl indicated in his memo that he believed such an arrangement could gain two feet or more from the north-east wall of the corridor, thus avoiding the doors there. He also proposed introducing glazing to light the ends of the passage. 
It is probable that the Earl also derived his inspiration for the remodelling of Coleshill’s Great Staircase from Bénouville, as his sketch shows a similar arrangement to the state stairs there (Fig. 8). As with Coleshill, this monumental staircase was a much admired feature of the château. Disposed  over three levels, and partly carried by the walls of the square hall, the staircase was built entirely of stone, and like that at Coleshill, reached only the first floor apartments. It occupied a high open space, above which was a deep-coved and coffered ceiling with a trompe l’oeil sky painting. Between the balusters were panels enriched with oak leaves and laurel wreaths together with the entwined initials of Hyppolite-François Sanguin, marquis de Livry (1715-89) and the marquise Thérèse Bonne Gillain de Bénouville, for whom the château was built. The newel posts were not unlike those of Coleshill, with square section and enriched inset panels. 
The château Bénouville was designed in 1769 by the French architect Claude-Nicholas Ledoux (1736-1806) in a severe neoclassical style (Fig. 7). The interiors were fitted out by the Caen architect Jean-François-Étienne Gilet, and were completed by 1785.​[16]​ That the Earl should be looking to a French château as his source for the remodelling of Coleshill is surprising.  Jacob was, however, a Francophile, and the Bouverie family had Huguenot origins.​[17]​ He and his third wife, Anne Duncombe, daughter of the 1st Baron Feversham, spent much time in France, frequently staying in Caen and in Paris, where their son Philip was born in 1788.​[18]​ It is said that they introduced their eldest son, William, later 3rd Earl of Radnor, to Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, and that the young boy witnessed at first hand the early scenes of the French Revolution.  They were well known in Caen, where they rented a house, and were no doubt familiar with Ledoux’s handsome château sited a few miles away on the west bank of the river Orne at Bénouville.​[19]​  Household letter accounts show that the Earl’s stonemason Strong was in Caen in 1787.​[20]​ Was he perhaps sent to examine the fine masonry at Bénouville?
A further modification proposed in the Earl’s memo was the introduction of a mezzanine floor to make better use of the great height of the rooms in the upper floor (which he noted were 17 feet, six inches high). He suggested that, with the exception of the Great Room, these upper rooms could be made ‘two in height each – viz by a sort of mezzanine’. Each set of rooms was to be made ‘equally good’, and the windows which would rise through both of the levels were to be remade in three parts, one for the upper rooms, one partly dark against the floor, and one for the lower rooms. If necessary the windows could be increased in height by lengthening the jambs, and the chimneys serving these rooms were to be rebuilt with additional flues. The Earl intended that some of the rooms in the new arrangement should have dressing rooms, and there are several drawings in the archives which show variants on his proposals. For example, an undated sketch by him shows a proposed mezzanine with a dressing room for Lady Radnor above, and a dressing room for himself beneath.​[21]​ Other architectural plans show ground floor rooms with mezzanine rooms above, cutting across windows in a similar way to the arrangement set out in the memo.​[22]​ These rooms are identified as dressing rooms for Lord and Lady Folkestone, water closets, store rooms and a maid’s room. Although the plans are undated, they must have been made either at the time of the first marriage (1800-04) of the Earl’s son William (when Viscount Folkestone), or during his second marriage (1814-28), when he inherited the earldom.
The internal arrangement of the ground floor rooms was also under review. The Earl thought it no longer necessary to have so many bedchambers on the ground floor, an arrangement which had survived from the 17th century and which was by then an outmoded practice in domestic planning. Rather, he wished to create more informal family living rooms on this floor, such as a Breakfast Room, and he suggested that one of the bedchambers should be made into a Dining Parlour. Few dated floor plans for Coleshill House have survived, which makes the interpretation of successive changes in the arrangements of rooms problematic. An undated architectural plan shows a scheme for fitting out two ground floor rooms at the north end of the house (Fig. 5).​[23]​ One room was to be formed from what were identified in the published Vitruvius Britannicus plan as a Drawing Room with adjacent closets, and may perhaps show a scheme for a new Dining Parlour. This was to be made into one large space by removing the partition walls of the 17th-century corner apartments. New niches and cupboards were to be built, one of which blocked the former door to the old Salon, so that access was only via the passage. As a dining room, this would be conveniently located across the passage from the staircase leading up from the kitchen in the semi-basement. The same plan shows a scheme for the conversion of the former Parlour with its old-fashioned Jacobean wainscot and chimneypiece, into what may have been a study, with new bookcases sympathetically accommodated within the antique panelling.​[24]​ 
Another of Coleshill’s characteristic 17th-century features which the Earl proposed to alter was the deep projecting timber eaves cornice. Along with the timber rooftop balustrade, the cornice and its modillions suffered from exposure to the elements, and required frequent repair. In 1743 the architect Richard Kittermaster had proposed that the cornice be rebuilt in freestone. ​[25]​ The Earl not only wished to replace the timber cornice in stone, but also to reduce its projection by nine inches. Had this been carried out, it would have diminished the aesthetic impact of the deep shadows that it cast over the wall surfaces. A reduction of the cornice would also necessitate rebuilding the angular chimneys that rested on the eaves. The mason Robert Strong provided an estimate for replacing the timber cornice with one in freestone of 392 feet, including 164 carved Corinthian modillions, at a cost of £525.​[26]​ This work was not done, and generations later the mischievous children of the household could amuse themselves by circuiting the roof of the house trotting along the top of the deep cornice.​[27]​
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